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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION ON SOCIAL SECURITY DISABILITY LAW  
SPECIALIZATION EXAMINATION 

 
By Charles T. Hall 

Raleigh, NC 
Chair, Social Security Specialization Committee, N.C. State Bar 

 
  
Specialization exams administered by the North Carolina State Bar consist of a three hour morning 
session and a three hour afternoon session. For 2006 the morning session for the Social Security 
Disability Law Specialization Examination will consist of 90 multiple choice questions which will count for 
approximately 50% of the total score. The afternoon session will consist of 15 short answer/shorter essay 
questions and two long essay questions. The 15 short answer/shorter essay questions will count for 
approximately 33% of the total examination score. The two long essay questions will count for 
approximately 17% of the total examination score. I say “approximately” because I am informed that 
Specialization Committees typically end up discarding a question or two after an examination is given 
because it becomes apparent from the answers given that the questions were misleading. The Social 
Security Specialization Committee is trying hard to avoid confusing and misleading questions, but the 
history of other Committees suggests that we may make a mistake or two. We do not want to be too 
stubborn to admit the possibility of a mistake. 
  
Each of the multiple choice questions will be weighted the same. The short answer/shorter essay 
questions will have different weights, depending upon the length and difficulty of the question. For 
instance, a short answer question that requires an answer that is only one or a few words would be 
weighted less than a shorter essay question that might require a few paragraphs to answer. The two 
longer essay questions will also not be weighted the same, since one is longer and more complicated 
than the other. While the Committee has decided in advance exactly how to weight each question, it does 
not intend to announce the weighting to those taking the test because it is just “too much information” and 
may distract test takers more than it helps. 
 
A passing score on the examination is 70 percent. 
 
The examination will test only knowledge about current law. It is not necessary to study the Disability 
Service Improvement plan currently underway in Social Security’s Boston Region or the proposal to alter 
Social Security’s age categories. Neither of these is current law in North Carolina and may never become 
the law in this state. 
 
Those preparing for the examination should be aware that the examination will cover a wide range of 
material pertaining to Social Security Disability Law. Perhaps to give an idea of how wide ranging the test 
will be, it may be a good idea to reveal one question that was considered but rejected. The question 
concerned the Social Security statutes and regulations which require Social Security to terminate 
disability benefits for a recipient who is referred to Vocational Rehabilitation but refuses to go. This 
question was rejected for a good reason. Those statutory and regulatory provisions are a dead letter. 
None of these cases ever arise. Those taking the test can take some comfort from the knowledge that 
those drafting the test have tried to avoid asking about abstruse matters of no practical significance. 
However, those taking the test who are unfamiliar with the fact that there are such Vocational 
Rehabilitation provisions in the Social Security Act and regulations may want to ask themselves whether 
they are as familiar with the Social Security Act and regulations as they should be. The provisions that 
allow termination of benefits for refusing to go to Vocational Rehabilitation stick out like a sore thumb if 
one spends any time reading the Social Security Act or regulations. It just seems so peculiar that these 
provisions are there, but are never used. Each of the Committee members was familiar with these 
provisions. If this subject seems completely unfamiliar to you, perhaps it would be a good idea to spend 
some time studying the Social Security Act and regulations in detail, since there are probably other 
matters of greater practical importance which you may have missed. 
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Those taking the test should also be aware that it is impossible to practice Social Security Disability Law 
proficiently without some knowledge of the retirement and survivor’s portions of the Social Security Act 
and without significant knowledge of medicine. Thus, those taking the test should not be surprised that 
there are questions that inquire about some aspects of retirement or survivor’s benefits or about 
medicine, particularly as it applies to disability claims. 
 
In reviewing the applications to take the Social Security Disability Law Certification Examination, I was 
struck by the fact that many of the applicants who had the least experience also had the least Social 
Security CLE. If your Social Security experience is towards the bottom end of what is required to take this 
examination and if you have just barely met the CLE requirement to take the examination, I think it would 
be wise to assume that you need to invest a considerable amount of time in studying to take the 
examination.  
 
All of us probably swore after taking the bar examination that we would never take another test in our 
whole lives. Going back on this vow to take the Social Security Disability Law Specialization Exam is no 
fun. Despite this I hope that preparing to take this exam will be a positive experience. The State Bar 
Journal has published many accounts from attorneys who have been certified as specialists. Almost all of 
these specialists said that preparing to take the specialization examination helped them come to a deeper 
understanding of their field of practice and to do a better job in representing their clients. I hope that you 
will have the same experience. 
  


